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A SPECIMEN OF THE WHITE WAGTAIL (MOTACILLA ALBA) FROM 
GERALDTON, W.A. 


By G.M. STORR, R.E. JOHNSTONE and L.A. SMITH, 
Western Australlan Museum 


On 18 March 1981 tha watarsida workars at Gareldton noticad a stranga bird 
feeding on the wharf. Thay raportad It to Mr. G.B. Struthars, Quarantine 
Officar at tha Garaldton offica of tha Dapt. of Agricultura. An ettempt to collect 
the bird lata that aftarnoon fallad, Eerly tha following morning Mr, R. Chant of 
the sama offica sought tha bird again end shot it on tha dack of tha fraighter 
Magna ee Mr. Chent questioned tha first mate but he hed not praviously 
sean the bird. 


1950 


Mr. Struthers froze the specimen and sent it to the Western Australian 
Museum, where it was made into a study skin and registered as A16982. It was 
a female (ovary 6 x 4 mm) in good condition and with some abdominal and 
subcutaneous fat; weight 16 g. The stomach was crammed with insects, 
mostly moths. The skull was damaged but clearly ossified. 


The bird was acquirlng nuptial plumage and is briefly described. Broad 
frontal band whitish; crown and nape greyish black; mantle, scapulars and 
back grey, becoming darker on rump; upper tail coverts and tail black except 
for mostly white outer rectrices; wing coverts blackish grey or dark brownish 
grey, broadly tipped with whitish; secondaries dark brown, their outer edge 
pale brown or white; primaries brown; face and ear coverts whitish except for 
narrow black or greyish black streak from lore through eye to side of nape; 
chin and throat speckled black and white; broad black crescentic bar on 
foreneck; breast, belly and under tail coverts white. Measurements (In mm): 
total length 189, exposed culmen 12, entire culmen 16, wing 84, tail 85, tarsus 
21, hind claw 7. 


With the help of Hartert (1910) and Sharpe (1895) we identified the birdas 
a member of the subspecies Motacilla alba ocularis Swinhoe, which breeds in 
eastern Siberia and winters in south-east Asia. Until now it had not been 
collected south of Borneo. However there were two (possibly three) previous 
sight records of White Wagtails in Western Australia, The first was near 
Katanning ca May 1971 (Storr, 1975), the second at Broome in November 1 977 
(Johnstone and Smith, 1978). For details of a possible third sighting we are 
grateful to Mr. G.J. Roberts. 


On 8 February 1981 Mr. Roberts was conversing with a farmer and his wife 
at 7 km north of Manjimup. Immediately after tropical cyclone ‘Alby’ [4 April, 
1978] a strange bird appeared on their farm. It looked like a‘mudlark' (Magpie- 
lark] but was no larger than the ‘grundies' [Richard's Pipits] with which it 
associated during the several days it was seen on the farm. It was black and 
white, ran swiftly, constantly wagged its long tail and occasionally perched on 
a fence-post, It was only seen in dry stubble fields, 


Returning to the Geraldton specimen, we admit that our first reaction was 
to connect the presence of the bird with the ship on which it was collected. 
However, the Marina Grande had arrlved empty from Kuwait only a few days 
earlier (14 March). Its decks and holds were clean, in preparation for the cargo 
of wheat it loaded at Geraldton. It does not seem possible that a small 
insectivorous bird could have found enough food on this ship to survive a 7-10 
day voyage. 


The only other ship at Geraldton in mid-March was the livestock carrier 
Helene Clausen, which arrived on 17 March, empty from Brunei. Quarantine 
regulations demand that these ships be thoroughly cleaned before entering 
Australian ports, and again it seems unlikely that a wagtail could have found 
sufficient food not only for surviving the journey but also for arriving in good 
condition. Moreover March is the wrong time of the year for a Palaearctic 
migrant to avail itself of an assisted passage on a south-bound ship. 


We believe that the Geraldton bird had probably been in Australia for 
some months and that its presence in a port was only coincidental. Indeed its 
presence in most other places would have gone unnoticed; whereas in ports 
there are people like quarantine officers and waterside workers whose 
business it is to watch out for sparrows, mynahs, crows and other exotic birds 
arriving on ships. 
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